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Proverbs are primarily a social phenomenon. They are learned in social contexts for social purposes. Although 
many studies related to the retrieval of proverbs have been conducted, our understanding of how people create these 
types of expression is quite limited. Thus, I investigated the neural correlates of the proverb production process (PPP), 
the process by which advice-giving proverbs are produced (proverb-advice-specific process, PASP), and the process 
by which descriptive proverbs are produced (proverb-description-specific process, PDSP). While undergoing 
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), participants were asked to respond to a two-scene story containing 
pictures and sentences depicting a social situation where the protagonist encounters trouble. Four conditions were 
used: two advice conditions (PA and NA) and two descriptive conditions (PD and ND). Under the advice conditions, 
the participants were asked to use a proverb (PA) or phrases that did not represent a proverb (no-proverb, NA) to 
advise the protagonist to avoid or cope with the problem. During the descriptive conditions, participants were asked to 
use a proverb (PD) or no-proverb (ND) to describe the situation depicted in the narrative. Data for 30 participants 
were included in the final analysis. Significant activation was observed in the bilateral hippocampus, right amygdala, 
right inferior frontal gyrus, and right angular gyrus during the PPP. Significant activation was found in the bilateral 
anterior cingulate cortex and posterior cingulate cortices, as well as the right posterior middle temporal gyrus, 
extending to the right posterior superior temporal sulcus, during the PASP. No activation was found during the PDSP. 
The results for the PPP demonstrated that this process was associated with memory and social emotional and 
attentional/integrative processes. The PASP relates to moral reasoning, and, through an associative process, reflects 1) 
social/moral knowledge included in the ideology of proverbs; and 2) individual moral knowledge, based on past 
experiences. Thus, advice offered in a social context is created through this associative process. In conclusion, this 
study provides the first reported evidence of the neural correlates of proverb production. The results suggest that 
proverb production can best be described as a cascade of cognitive processes requiring the activation of several 
structures related to memory and social emotional and attentional/integrative processes. When used for advice, 
proverbs reflect a complex pattern of moral judgments.	  
 
